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ABSTRACT 
 
This study is an examination of the product development process of a Danish company. The 
company has been experiencing that 8 out of 10 newly launched products fail and do not 
appeal to their customers. The study will investigate why this is happening by focusing on the 
role that communication plays on product failures. The research will show that the employees 
of the company think they follow a poor communication with their customers. This has resulted 
in the company failing to meet their target audience’ needs, which leads to their products being 
underappreciated in the market. The study will also discuss how the lean start up theory as well 
as the lean communication approach may be able to help the company reduce the high level of 
product failures. The research will show how to make changes that will allow implementing the 
lean communication approach, which will benefit the overall performance of the company and 
their customer relations. Creating a ‘continuous feedback loop’ that allows the company to 
develop products that are more suitable to the needs of their customers, ensures a greater 
increase in profits as well as security for the future.  
 
  
SUMMARY 
 
Denne projektrapport tager udgangspunkt i de aspekter der spiller ind, når en virksomhed 
lancerer nye produkter på markedet. I den forbindelse er det vigtigt at forstå processen og 
hvilke elementer man skal forholde sig til for at få kunderne til at benytte sig af produktet og 
derved opnå en så vidt mulig høj succesrate. Gennem kvalitative undersøgelser i form af 
interviews af relevante aktører i organisationen, opnås der en omfattende forståelse af 
produktudviklings processen og hvordan virksomhedens reaktion er på post-lanceringen af nye 
produkter. I denne rapport belyses organisationens oplevelse af deres produktudviklings 
processer og hvordan man potentielt kunne øge succesraten for disse. Der er fokus på at forstå 
moderne teori indenfor virksomheds etablering, som vil udfordre den måde der arbejdes på i 
større virksomheder i dag. Kommunikations praksissen reflekteret i Eric Ries, ’Lean Startup 
Theory’, skaber basis for diskussion i denne rapport. Et løbende fokus på feedback fra en 
virksomheds målgruppe, har vist sig at være succesfuldt indenfor Startup verdenen. I den 
forbindelse har virksomheder som arbejder efter principperne i litteraturen, vist at være 
konkurrencedygtige ift. at sikre en højere succesrate på få økonomiske midler. Case 
virksomheden er interesseret i nye måder de kan arbejde mere innovativt på, for at skabe 
større værdi til deres kunder. Virksomheder kan opnå et potentielt større succes grundlag ved 
at følge kunden, lytte og reflektere på de forbedringer kunderne har behov for. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Catering Co A/S is a holding company for nine catering companies that distributes 
frozen, chilled, colonial, and canned foods to Danish caterers. It was developed in 1986 but has 
roots as far back as the 1950s. The company has a failure rate of around 80% in terms of new 
product development. Their current method of launching new products is based on market 
research – but without including their target group in the process. Instead, they focus on a 
launch-and-wait method that is, according to them, not always successful. 
Based on these observations, the objective of this study is to determine if a customer 
communication validation approach can be used to help the company understand the needs of 
their customers faster by using the lean startup theory by Eric Ries. To accomplish this, the 
theory will be assessed and suggested to the case company to see their thoughts on the 
approach. The analysis will be backed up by qualitative interviews to explore how the current 
process works and what the people responsible for product launches feel about the these 
methods. Finally, the discussion will be based on whether or not the theory of continuous 
customer validation is beneficial for a non-startup company. 
 
1.1 BACKGROUND 
All companies today operate in a complex and competitive field, where they now see 
themselves not only threatened by other companies within their market but also by startups 
who use innovation to quickly work through the trial and error process, which is significant for 
the further positioning of a specific product. It is fairly understood that various companies today 
launch and implement products and services on the market without truly understanding the 
need for them. This accumulates into a 17-99% failure rate for all new product launches (Tidd, 
Bessant, 2014), emphasizing the need for new approaches and the need to do market research 
on customers and their needs. 
One effective approach is called the Lean approach (Ries, 2011). It is mostly designed 
for start-up organizations but can also be applied to a mature company like Catering Co A/S 
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and help them bring new products to the market successfully. It focuses on reducing waste by 
promoting communication with the customer to make sure that the product that is being 
designed and created meets a need. The main focus lies on getting information from the 
customer to make the best decisions during the production process to minimize costs and to 
develop useful products. Customers can assist companies on developing innovations by 
continuously communicating with companies to express how their perception changes over 
time when getting used to the product. It has been noted that companies prioritize two things: 
1) to launch the product faster to market and 2) to make sure it is done with minimal time 
wasted waiting to see how the customer will react to it (Blank, 2013). Recent start-up literature 
proposes that the theoretical and practical framework of lean thinking is the most effective and 
least time-consuming method to use when communicating with customers to make the best 
market-fit for new products (Ries, 2010). Companies could potentially increase their new 
product success rate by continuously communicating with their customers and reacting on the 
feedback they earn from them.  
 
1.2 PURPOSE 
This study is intended to fully understand communication through the Lean approach 
and how this can be applied to the product development process to increase the success rate 
of new products introduced on the market. The course of action will be initiated with an 
understanding of the Lean approach and how this is applicable for companies followed by 
proposing the idea to members of the case company to receive their opinions on their current 
methods. Furthermore, it will be assessed how this approach could help them in their overall 
strategy as well as potentially help Catering Co A/S improve their success rate for bringing new 
products to the market. The case company would like to remain anonymous and will be referred 
to as Catering Co A/S in this study. The purpose here will be to understand the current relation 
Catering Co A/S has with their customers when launching new products and, furthermore, 
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for increased success when launching products. Against this background, the following 
research question was identified: 
 
How can the company benefit from communicating through the Lean approach for new 
product launches? 
 
It will help them understand lean thinking and apply it to the company, how it will be 
relevant in a dynamic sector, and how they prepare themselves on saving time and effort upon 
new product launches in the future. 
 
1.3 DELIMITATIONS 
The scope of this project and the aspects of the Lean startup theory limit me from 
focusing on all details of this approach. The Lean approach is about how a startup can work in 
an agile way in order to decrease waste of time, effort and economy on initiatives that there is 
no actual need for. In that sense, this project has limited the Lean understanding, and focuses 
solely on how communicating Lean, as reflected in the theory, can be used in mature 
organizations. In general, we need to understand that the Lean approach is not meant to fit the 
processes in a mature company, and therefore this project will overall only be a presumption of 
how the theory can be applied to an already defined organizational structure, mindset and 
culture. However the best application of the theory would we be with a more comprehensive 
understanding of these aspects followed up with a continuous contribution from all employees 
in the organization in order to understand the applicability of the approach. Though it has not 
been included at this stage due to the limited scope of this project. The output of this project is 
a suggestion for further development of best practices within working more efficiently in relation 
to continuously understanding the customer need and, therefore, I do not claim that it is the 
only solution for solving Catering Co A/S’ problem. However, it serves as an alternative for the 
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current state they are operating in, based on the successfulness of its applicability within the 
startup environment. 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
The following section will provide an understanding of the most used theories within 
recent start-up literature. The literature review will discuss the theories related to the 
communication process in product development. 
The product development process is the complete process of bringing a new product to 
the customers. According to the current theories and best practices, this is a long, drawn-out, 
and time-consuming procedure. There are several stages in the process that all the literature 
agrees on (Ries, 2011). The first includes finding a gap in the market. A company needs to 
develop a product or service that is needed by consumers. This often requires market research.  
Companies are now increasingly using Big Data to enable them to understand what the market 
wants and to help them distinguish any gaps in the market. Market research is also employed 
to understand if there is a need for a new product. Then, a new concept needs to be developed. 
It needs to be practical and also cost effective to provide the company with a sufficient profit 
margin. A new product’s development is described in the theory as something that can 
transform a market and also a company’s fortune. 
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A traditional product development process Fig. 
 
A good understanding of customer needs and wants is essential. The competitive 
environment and the nature of the market are very important for companies. Cost, time, and 
quality are the main factors that influence a customer decision-making on whether to purchase 
a new product. A new product will have to meet these requirements if it is to become a 
successful product. The literature recommends two things that are especially important after a 
company has recognized an opportunity. They are research and development, creating a 
product or developing a service that conforms to the needs of the customer and one that is 
viable (Jones and Womack, 1998).  
Then, there is the need for improved communications. There are several theories on 
this. One of the most modern and innovative ones has been provided by Eric Ries. In the Lean 
Startup, Eric Ries defines a new approach to creating innovation, and more importantly, to be in 
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a constant movement towards it. The Lean Startup method has been embraced by many and 
has created a movement of “leaners” in the world, which follow his framework. It describes the 
process you have to go through when establishing a business (Ries, 2011). Lean is about 
understanding your customers, knowing what they want instead of assuming what they want. 
You will have to continuously test your hypothesis while adapting and adjusting to the new data 
you receive. It represents an interesting view on how to go through things more than one time, 
in order for the entrepreneur to understand how to innovate on specific processes (Ries, 2011). 
The framework is based on a continuous feedback-loop, where you test using a 
customer focused approach. The theory implies that you waste less time and resources by 
continuously communicating with your customers to understand their perception of the new 
product. This will force you to follow up on them qualitatively to seek a stronger understanding 
of what the customer really wants to be able to perform any changes to the product before the 
actual launch (Blank, 2013).  
 
2.1 UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMERS EARLY 
The following section will give us a theoretical understanding of the process of being in 
constant contact with initial customers until the launch of the product/service.  
Early stage companies use a lot of time on building products or services, which they 
presume customers will buy because they themselves would. However, all of this progress 
would be a waste of time and resources without a proper identification of whether or not there is 
an actual need for the product (Ries, 2011). Ries explains that he observes that founders 
should focus on the customer journey as their priority – and this cannot be done by 
presumptions but by directly communicating. The argument is that many startups should stop 
focusing on their return on investment, cash flows, etc., and start with the small elements in 
their business model, for example … They can accomplish this by trying to see if the validation 
process can give them helpful insight that will make them improve that specific element in the 
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product or service. Blank also underlines the importance of going out to the nearest park, 
supermarket etc., to test the hypothesis on potential customers (Blank 2013). 
When building ideas, the focus should not only rely on finding out if there is a market fit 
based on data, the internet, or reliance on the traditional method of launch-and-wait but to set 
the sight towards the identification of potential customers that can validate your market. That 
way there will be a chance of creating a strong base of early adopters, even before product 
development (Jones and Womack, 1998). 
 
The following three phases described, defines the concept of the continuous feedback loop, 
which works as the theory for continuous communication with customers in order truly 
understand the customer need: 
 
1) Learn 
Founders have difficulties identifying the progression when building their company. 
Their main focus should be to strive towards validating every hypothesis they have about their 
product. As there are a lot of uncertainties in the product development phase of early stage 
companies, they must develop a mentality of experimentation, learning, and adoption to be bale 
to grow. The constant customer and market feedback should be used to reduce this uncertainty 
in the startup. Validated learning needs to be seen as an effective measurement tool for the 
further communication with the potential customer (Ries, 2013).  
 
2) Build 
It is important to focus on iteration, as an entrepreneur needs to secure that there is 
minimal waste to keep the company sustainable at all times. Through continuous effort on 
customer engagement, the founder will learn to test the core hypotheses the company has 
about the problem to drive the process around potential time waste. To do this, the founder can 
build a Minimum-Viable-Product, also known as an MVP, which can be utilized to obtain 
immediate customer feedback on specific features. The founder avoids waste by putting out the 
features one thinks the customer wants and then let the customer say if it is needed or not. 
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That way the founder will know what creates value and what does not – rapidly with a minimum 
waste of time (Christensen, 1997). 
 
3) Measure 
When working with the two first principles, that means testing the hypotheses followed 
by a rapid iteration in order to reach the point of validated learning, the Lean Startup suggests 
to question the current business model by “pivoting” between success and failure. It is a matter 
of not just sticking to what immediately works but reflecting on it and altering elements of the 
business model so you can reach a new understanding of the specific problem. Pivot is the 
thinking that makes you test a fundamental hypothesis about your product to make it accelerate 
to the next stage. When the large pivots have been done in the initial phase of the “idea” and 
the business model has been confirmed by a large group of customers, the next step is 
focusing on how to continuously make the product relevant; again, this goes back to 
communicating with the customer (Ries, 2013). This is also referred to as the ‘continuous 
feedback loop’, as seen in Fig.2 below. 
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2.2 CONTINUOUS CUSTOMER VALIDATION 
 Continuous customer validation refers to the process of being able to find a product that 
customers want and being able to build a business model around that product. It works to find 
out quickly whether or not the product or service is going to work in the current market. The 
needs of the customers are constantly changing, so a company has to continuously change 
with them as well as to constantly innovating new products that will appeal to the current 
market to continue to be prosperous from year to year.  
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
        The problem formulation has been investigated with the help of qualitative research 
interviews to gain insight into the private context of the company to illuminate the personal 
experiences of the individuals within the specific departments and how the departments work 
as a whole. It has, in this relation, been noted that the product department is not involved in the 
further launch and promotion of the specific product – therefore the focus has been solely on 
the departments who are in charge of this. Furthermore to investigate this, the basics of the 
continuous customer validation approach within the Lean Startup theory will be explored (Ries, 
2013). 
 
3.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY 
There are several types of research strategies. They are founded on certain research 
philosophies. It is very important to understand the various types of research to select the most 
appropriate one. This study will focus on qualitative research, which investigates what people 
say and do. It is the interpretation of people’s words and actions, and it is usually subjective. All 
the data interpreted has been guided by the theories in the literature with an aim to test the 
research question. The qualitative approach was considered the best methodology for this 
study as it involves the interpretation of people’s beliefs and their perceptions on product 
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development and the customers’ role in this process. The qualitative data will be collected in 
the form of four semi-structured interviews. These will be composed of several questions and 
interviewees will be encouraged to expand on their views on product development and the 
customer input. The researcher will collect notes of these interviews and they will be presented 
in the form of a narrative. The company will be anonymous and so will the interviewees, as 
requested by company.  
A single case study was judged appropriate for the research. It will involve a detailed 
and in-depth analysis of a single subject and also discuss the context of the subject. The single 
case study will focus on Catering Co A/S, which has a recent history of failures in the market 
regarding product development. The case study is an empirical study and will describe and 
analyze people’s and an organization’s decision-making process concerning the 
communication with customers in their product development. The single case study is sufficient 
because it allows a deep examination of the processes and decisions made by those involved 
in the organization.  
• The case study method is a highly appropriate way of understanding social processes, 
such as communication, and product development is ultimately a form of the social 
process embedded in a distinct social setting. 
• The main drawback to the case study method is that it can result in too much 
description and not enough analysis.  
 
3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 
Three prominent qualitative research methodologies were considered prior to selecting 
a qualitative descriptive approach: phenomenology, ethnography, and grounded theory. 
Phenomenological studies seek to describe the real experience and essence of a 
phenomenon. By communicating with customers on how current products are helpful in their 
everyday lives, companies gain additional insights that will allow them to find the gaps. 
Ethnographies construct accounts of culture by using observational methods to study how 
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subjects make sense of their world. Companies can make observations regarding the 
consumer and their buying methods to gain an insight on their needs and wants. Grounded 
theory studies aim to produce theory from data and emphasize the procedures of data 
collection and analysis. By analyzing past purchases, a company can gain an insight on what 
their consumers need.  
The qualitative descriptive approach provided a framework to guide this research. It has 
been asserted that a qualitative descriptive analysis produces a comprehensive summary of an 
event or events in their particular context. The facts of a qualitative descriptive account, yet 
different researchers might highlight different features of the data. It has been suggested that 
qualitative description is the least interpretive and least theoretical of the qualitative methods as 
the researcher remains close to the data. Enough data is collected to capture all the elements 
of the event by obtaining answers to questions of relevance to practitioners and policy makers. 
The data collected can then be interpreted and categorized using different themes. This is the 
best approach to answering the research question. (Bryman, 2012) 
 
3.3 CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 
The following section is a description of the company’s product development and the 
role of communication in the process.  
Catering Co A/S’s primary business is the supply of catering products to the restaurant 
and food service industries. They are active all over Denmark and have a network of both old 
and new customers. The brand is well known in the country’s catering industry. The business 
supplies goods to hotels, restaurants, and cafes. The company is one of the leading suppliers 
to the independent food service providers in Denmark. It has a wide range of products and they 
depend on selling in bulk to remain profitable. The nature of the catering market is composed of 
goods and products that are in continual demand and products and goods that are ‘trend-
dependent’ (Begoli, 2002). The catering industry is very dynamic and the wholesalers need to 
constantly provide their customers with new products. This means that Catering Co A/S needs 
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to be continually seeking to generate new products to satisfy the needs of its customers and to 
stay competitive in its market. The Danish food supply market is very competitive, even though 
there are only a limited number of players in the market. The company needs to constantly 
develop new products to satisfy its customers, to maintain and extend its market share, and to 
stay competitive in the market. The efficiency of this process has been called into question 
lately because of the high failure rate among the products developed. 
The initial stages of product development involve two stages. They are market research 
and SWOT analysis. First, the company seeks to identify the latest trends in the catering 
industry and to determine what the clientele is seeking. The company believes that it can 
determine the needs of its customers. Market research is a process of collecting and analyzing 
trends in a given market. It employs a variety of quantitative and qualitative tools to understand 
a particular market. The company employs market researchers to discover the demands and 
requirements of its customers. The company employs market research to determine the latest 
trends in its market. Catering Co A/S uses this information to identify new potential product 
ideas. The company has also employed methods from Big Data. They use information from 
various databases involving customer’s transactions to identify the needs and desires of 
customers. The company employs ‘Market Basket Analytics’, a type of analytics that 
establishes relationships between pairs or groups of items purchased over certain periods of 
time. They can determine the purchasing habits of their customers through an analysis of their 
transactions. This is then utilized to estimate the shopping intentions of the customer. It enables 
retailers to engage in strategies such as cross selling (Derai and Kurkar, 2011). Cross selling is 
a very effective way for companies to introduce new products to their clients but can only be 
accomplished through communication to see what other products and services the consumer 
may need.  
A SWOT analysis is an evaluation of a project – in this instance a product to determine 
if it is viable and if it should be brought to the market. SWOT is a method that allows us to 
evaluate the strength, weakness, opportunities and threats involved in a project or business. 
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The type of SWOT analysis engaged in by the company is the ‘blue skies analysis’. Blue Skies 
analysis is an open-minded approach for a business to get good and new ideas. The company 
values all of its company’s employees’ opinions and they encourage all them to contribute in 
the developing of a product. Communication is central to the ‘Blue skies analysis’ (Drucker, 
1997). By opening up the product development process to a variety of employees from a 
variety of departments a creative and innovative approach to product development is attained.  
Once this process has generated a viable idea, there is a ‘screening process’. It 
provides a critique of the product and determines if it is viable and something new and 
appealing to customers. The critique requires an understanding of the competitors and their 
products. They must identify if the product would be in direct competition with other successful 
products. At this stage in the screening process, there is a critical discussion of the product. 
The theoretical product – which is still only an idea – will have to be discussed and criticized 
(Reinerstein, 1997). This process involves various members of the management team 
providing their point of view. This is to determine if the product should move to the next stage.  
During the testing stage, which is a more quantitative approach to the idea, there are 
several empirical tests carried out to see if the product makes business sense. The tests will 
show if the customer should stick with the product. This stage involves management who will 
make the final decision of whether or not they should develop the product.  
The next stage in the product development process is that of business analytics. This is 
a series of metrics or measurements that are devised to judge if the product can be developed, 
made, and distributed in an economic way and it can produce reasonable profits. There will be 
a small batch of the products made. The process of making the samples is subcontracted to a 
specialist firm, and the product is often sourced abroad because of lower costs. 
Then there is the testing stage. The company will select a sample of customers that 
were invited to test the products, and they will provide them with a free sample of the product. 
The products are often tested in one of the company’s premises. The company often erects a 
stall where customers are encouraged to taste the product for free. Then employees will ask 
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the customers if they enjoy the product and if they would consider purchasing the product on a 
regular basis. The employees often have informal communications on the new products and 
the feedback that is provided by the customers is then relayed on to the management.  
Once the feedback has been analyzed, the management will make the decision to go 
into full production. If they do that, the various departments in the business concentrate on 
some aspect of the product. The production department will make plans to produce the product. 
The marketing department will make plans to distribute the product. The finance department 
will provide the finance for introducing the new product. There is little communication between 
the various departments. The management will then oversee the supplier who will make the 
product for them. They will ensure that the product is made to conform to the highest quality, 
health, and safety standards.  
The final stage in the product development process for the company is to commercialize 
the product. This will involve fixing a ‘perfect price’; one that is attractive to the customer but 
also yields a reasonable profit margin (Drucker, 1997). There will be a variety of marketing 
strategies employed at this stage to promote the product in the market place. The company will 
make sure that the product is integrated into its distribution process.  
The company has a defined product development process. It employs sophisticated 
methods for collecting data that allows the company to make the best decisions. There is a 
creative and open discussion to the development of the product. Communications are at the 
heart of the product development process at his stage. But this is within the company. There is 
little input from the customer. Increasingly, they are not even asking customer’s opinions on 
what products they would like and use in their business. They are increasingly reliant on Big 
Data. The customer has no real role in the process until the testing phase of the product 
development process.  
At launch the company adopts a launch-and-wait approach. Followed up by some 
advertising. At this stage, there is no further feedback from the customer. The product has been 
launched, and the company is simply hoping for the best. The business has no means of 
 18 
obtaining the feedback necessary for the product to be further improved. If the product is a 
success, then it is simply left as it is. If the product is a failure, then there is an examination of 
why it failed. The failures are often ascribed to poor market research or a new trend emerging 
during the product development process. The company tends to blame the competition for the 
failure of a product. When it comes to explaining why Catering Co A/S products fail, there is 
little acknowledgment that they failed because of poor communication with the customer. Unlike 
many startup companies, Catering Co A/S did not make communications with the customer a 
priority.  
 
3.4 QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 
Four members from the company were interviewed: The marketing manager, Thomas, 
the head of product development, John, the head of sales, David, and Laura, who is 
responsible for customer relations and advertising at the company. David was also involved in 
the interview. They were all asked 10 questions with regard to communications in the product 
development process and it especially focused on the role of poor or a failure in 
communications in the high number of product ‘failures’ in recent times for the company.  
The first question was related to the importance of product development. All the 
participants regarded it as important. John stated that the ‘future of the company depended on 
its new products’. Laura stated that in their sector – the customer wanted new products all of 
the time and if they did not get them that they would go elsewhere. Laura made the point in 
response to the question that ‘the company has to always be seen producing new products- 
they need to be seen as an innovative company that is keeping pace with developments in the 
industry’. She believes that it is important for the company’s reputation to regularly produce new 
products to maintain customer loyalty to the wholesaler.  
The second question asked – how important are communications with customers in the 
product development process. John stated that it was very important. It is necessary to be in 
continuous communication with your customers to know what they want. It is our business to 
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supply the customer with what they want. We always depend on customer feedback and views 
in the product development process. The rest of those interviewed stated that they believed 
that customer feedback was essential.  
The third question asked was in relation to if there was enough customer input in the 
product development process. All four agreed that they would like to see more customer input 
in the process. Laura believed that there was a certain amount of input from the customer. In 
particular in the market research phase and in the testing phase. The input of the customers 
was ‘critical’ according to John. David believed that it was very hard to get customer input. 
‘They want the product handed to them and they don’t want to think about it that much’. The 
participants all agreed that ideally there was a need for increased customer input.  
The fourth question was related to how can there be increased communications 
between the customer and the company in the product development process. John answered 
‘that in theory that was a good idea but how would you do that’. David also agreed it would be 
‘very hard to get customers more involved’. Thomas answered the question in an original way 
‘the problem with encouraging customer input is that often people don’t know what they want’.  
The next question was how the current way of managing communication with customers is not 
efficient enough? John noted that ‘managing communication with people is always 
problematic’. He also noted that it is not just about communicating with people but getting the 
right data from them. Laura noted that it was very time consuming communicating with people 
and often customers did not want to be in regular contact-‘they are busy people. Thomas noted 
that you didn’t want to go about ‘annoying people’ Thomas suggests that if people were 
interested then it was possible that they will stay in contact ‘but he noted as we have many 
customers it will be hard managing communications with them all’. 
Another question asks is regarding if technology enhance or reduce communications 
with customers? John said that it is easy to communicate with people through emails. During 
the product development, it is easier than ever to communicate with customers. However, he 
noted that there is a risk that practices such as Big Data could reduce the contact between 
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customer and the company. Laura believed that technology was very helpful in communicating 
with the customer. She explained that social media made it very easy for people to comment on 
products. She believed that there should be a greater use of social media to improve customer 
and company communications. Thomas was worried that by becoming reliant on ‘Big Data’ that 
the company is less likely to develop personal relationships with their customer. 
        The next question asked them to discuss how they could improve with lean 
communication principles? The interviewees were not that familiar with the concept. Once it 
was explained to them, they all believed that it was a good idea. John said that it was a concept 
that was particularly suited to ‘start ups’ and the technology sector. It may have only limited 
value in the wholesale sector. David believed that the idea of continuous feedback was good, 
but it could pose a problem managing all the data that was derived from the feedback of 
customers. It could raise costs and it may require investment in new technology. Laura stated 
that customer feedback was important but that there was a danger that too much feedback 
‘might confuse the issue’. However continuous feedback was considered important because 
the wholesale food sector was very much driven by trends. Trends are very unpredictable and 
customers can be fickle. Laura believed that there needed to be continuous feedback to ensure 
that the company was aware of current trends. According to Laura, the company was often not 
keeping pace with trends in the catering sector. 
      Thomas said that continuous customer feedback was necessary and that was the time 
issue. ‘People change their mind the whole time and this means that it is necessary to make 
sure that a company keeps up to date on the customers needs’. He noted that there is a time 
lag often in the product development process. ‘We ask the customer what they want in the 
product development process”. By the time we are actually testing the product it could be some 
months later. In the meantime the customers’ opinions and views could have changed. 
The next question was what role poor communication played in the failure of product 
developments. David believed that communications had only a minimal role in the failure of a 
product. Laura and Thomas both believed that it had a role. Thomas believed that the 
 21 
‘company had not been asking the right questions’. He also believed that the company had 
become too reliant on Big Data and that they were at risk of neglecting their customers. Laura 
believed that there was a need to develop a new communication process where customers and 
the company can interact on a dedicate website. 
Then the participants were asked what role did a lack of input from customers result in 
the failure of a product. John believed that there had been too many failures in the product 
development process of the company. However, he put the blame on factors such as 
competition and changing trends. Process development was not a science but an art. 
Increased communication can have a role – but not a central role. Laura said; that we need to 
understand the customer in ‘real time’. Thomas believed that once we identified the needs of a 
customer we would need to quickly act to provide them with the products that they want.  
When asked why do current customer communications and relation fail? They all believed that 
the company had good relations with the customer but there was a problem in the product 
development process. David believed that good communications are dependent on good 
personal relationships. This is hard to develop given the number of customers that we have. 
John believed that the company tries hard to keep open channels of communications with 
customers. The main thing is price and quality. If the price and quality is not right then it does 
not matter how well you communicate with your customer. Thomas, made an interesting point 
‘sometimes we are communicating with the wrong person’ He meant that often the company 
was in contact with owners and managers rather than people like chefs who actually did the 
ordering. ‘We have good communications with our customers but sometimes we are not talking 
to the right people’. According to Thomas, the company needs to concentrate on 
communicating with those who actually do the ordering. 
The next question involved asking the participants about their views about Steve Blank 
in “The Four Steps to the Epiphany”, in which he offers a process for building a continuous 
customer feedback loop throughout the product development cycle that he terms “Customer 
Development. The participants were not familiar with the work of Steve Blank. The participants 
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were all impressed by the idea. There is a need for ‘continuous customer feedback’, but how do 
you integrate it into the product development process? David believed that this was an 
‘excellent idea in theory’, but in reality it may not be practical. Laura believed that it was 
possible to achieve continuous feedback through the social media- using platforms like 
Facebook. 
To summarize those interviewed all believed that it was important that the customers 
had a role in product development. They all agreed that the customer’s input was invaluable 
with regard to product development. All interviewees were sympathetic to the main ideas of 
lean communication and saw value in the increased role of the customer in the product 
development process. However, they believed that there were practical problems with 
introducing lean communication into their particular development process. There were issues 
like costs and that there were too many customers, with presumably diverse opinions to make 
the issues of ‘continuous feedback from customers’ viable and useful.  
4. ANALYSIS 
           The findings from the case study and the interviews would show that the company has a 
poor track record with regard to product development. It has a failure rate of 80%. The 
company employed a traditional approach to communicating with customers during the product 
development process. The customer was only consulted at certain stages in the product 
development process. They were consulted only in the market research phase and in the 
product testing. Apart from this, there was little input from the customer. The input of the 
customer was really limited to what they wanted of a product and if they liked the product. For 
much of the product development process, the customer was not involved. Increasingly, their 
views were not of prime importance as the company was relying on Big Data analytics to 
determine what the customer wanted. 
           The company is a modern and progressive company, which can be seen through a 
SWOT analysis. It adopts the Blue Skies approach, which encourages creative thinking and 
 23 
input from a variety of groups and employees within the business. However, the customer is not 
involved at this stage. There is no input from the customer other than their opinions that have 
been gathered by market researchers. Then, for the rest of the process the customer is not 
involved. This is understandable to an extent because some of the process, like the analysis on 
the actual feasibility of the product does not require customer input. However, there are other 
areas of the process where they could be involved. They could be involved in the screening of 
the product. It appears that after the market research phase that the company excludes the 
customer. This is a problem and it was identified during the interviews. In the fast changing 
catering industry, there are new trends emerging and new products developed. Constant 
communications is needed with the customer to determine if the customer has changed their 
mind about a product. It may be necessary to put a product that is at the advance stage of 
development on hold- dependent on the views of the customer. According to the theory of 
customer validation, the customer needs to validate the product at every stage of development 
– this is not the case with the company.  
           The only other feedback from the customer is at the testing stage and this is not enough 
validation. There is clearly a need for lean communication. Lean is about understanding your 
customers, and not only what you think they want, but to know exactly what they want, 
continuously test your hypothesis, and adapting and adjusting to the new data you receive. It 
represents an interesting view on how to go through things more than once, in order for the 
entrepreneur to understand how to innovate on specific processes. The communication model 
shown in the company is rather a traditional one- they arrive at a hypothesis or the concept of a 
product early on and once this has been established there is little customer validation of the 
product. There is no customer feedback at critical stages in the product’s development. Once 
the hypothesis has been established, the company does not change its views. It does not 
modify the product in line with changing customer views and expectations. Those interviewed 
recognized that there was a need for more customer feedback, but seemed unaware of how 
they could change this and ensure ‘a continuous feedback loop’. 
 24 
           The main obstacles to the creation of a ‘continuous feedback loop’ are practical. The 
company has a large number of customers and they are very diverse, some are big hoteliers 
while others are small businesses. This raises the problem of how to contact people over a 
potential long period of time. They might not like being continually contacted and the effort to 
gain more insights into a customer’s needs could lead to problems in the company’s’ 
relationship with its customers. Plus establishing better communications with the customer 
would incur higher costs. How can there be a framework created that would allow for this 
‘continuous feedback loop’ to be established? The participants viewed this as impractical. 
            Apart from the practical aspects there is evidence that communicating with the 
customer is not considered very important. There is too much focus on other factors such as 
price and ensuring that the quality of the product is high. There was no recognition that a 
customer’s feedback could ensure that the quality of a product would improve. There is a sense 
in the company that once a product has been identified as something that a customer could 
need, and then the rest of the process is in the hands of the company. There is a little to no 
customer validation of the developing product. Without customer feedback as envisaged under 
the lean communications theory, the company is dictating what the product is and its nature. 
There is an idea that increased customer feedback might only confuse the issue. This suggests 
that the company only seeks to know what the customer wants and to get their approval of the 
product in the testing phase. The rest of the time the company is developing the product 
without consulting the customer. 
        Then, there is the issue of technology. According to Laura, the company is not utilizing the 
social media enough to establish better communication channels with its customers. This would 
require investment in new technology. Then there is a possible overreliance on Big Data. ‘Big 
Data’ provides information and usually what it provides are ‘hypotheses’. The analysis of ‘Big 
Data’ only provides models or suggestions as to how customers will react and how they will 
behave. They provide models for how a customer might act (Begoli, 2002). Despite the 
sophistication of ‘Big Data’, they do not definitively state what a customer will do. Most 
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analytical systems only offer models. Those who are provided with these models still have to 
make a decision based on the evidence provided. Now these models only offer a model of 
probability that is what a customer is likely to do (Begoli, 2002). There is no certainty that a 
customer will act or react in a certain way. A business leader or manager will have to make a 
decision based on the evidence and they may make a wrong judgment with regard to what 
customers want or their needs. The use of Big Data has resulted also in the company trying to 
predict what the customer wants rather than asking them what they will want. This creates less 
contact with the customer, which may be one of the reasons why there has been a high failure 
in the product development process, which is raising costs and also impacting the company’s 
reputation. Big Data and the creation of a ‘continuous customer feedback loop’ may be 
incompatible. Resulting in the need for the company to reduce the role of Big Data in its product 
development process and attempt to introduce more consultations with its customers at an 
early stage. 
          There was some recognition that lean communications was a good idea but many 
believed that the company could not implement it because of the specific nature of their market 
in that they had a large and diverse number of customers. However, in the following discussion 
we will see how the company can make certain changes that could provide the company with a 
‘continuous customer feedback loop’. 
5. DISCUSSION 
           During the interviews, the participants recognized the benefits of lean communications 
and the introduction of a ‘continuous product development’ process. Clearly there were some 
recognition of the benefits of a continual process and customer validation of the new product at 
all stages. There were some doubts as to if this was practical. Certainly, the concept of lean 
communications is suited to smaller business such as startups, but it is also applicable to large 
organizations such as the wholesale food service provider.  This will require real changes to the 
company (Blank, 2013). 
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           The proposed framework is based on a continuous feedback-loop, where the company 
adopted a customer focused approach, where the theory is that you waste less time and 
resources, by continuously communicating with your customers to understand their perception 
of the new products you are developing. This is derived from the theory of Steve Blank in his 
work. This approach will force a company to follow up on them qualitatively to seek a stronger 
understanding of what they really want and to perform any changes towards the product you 
want to launch. Though, according to him, the initial stages of creating a ‘continuous feedback 
loop involve higher costs over time’ (Blank, 2013). This author calls for more focus on the 
customer during the process development stage and this is not apparently the case with the 
company being examined. There is a basic lack of understanding with regard to the importance 
of communications and their role in the product development process. The company will only 
improve its success rate when it comes to product development if it ‘opens up’ its 
communication channels with its customers and involve them in every aspect of the product 
development process. 
           Lean communication has been shown to be beneficial for the reduction of product 
failures because of the input of customers. By integrating the customer into the equation when 
developing product development, there is the possibility of reducing the high level of product 
failures. This is because the customer can tell the company what they want in ‘real time’ and in 
a direct manner. This will reduce the possibility of a company failing to understand what a 
consumer of its products or services actually wants. This approach will ensure that product 
development is more efficient. Some of the problems identified in the interviews suggest that 
lean communications could provide a solution to the company’s problems in creating new 
products. 
           There is something about the culture of the company that makes it resistant to the 
concept of lean communications. According to one authority, ‘organizations have a muscle 
memory and this makes them resistant to change’. The company appears resistant to change 
and especial to listen. 
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           The company does not only have a very traditional approach to product development but 
also an outdated way of viewing its customers. This is in contrast to Blanks approach where the 
customer is essentially a partner in creating new products. They believe that the customer is 
someone they sell products to- at a fair price. Under the lean communication theory, the 
customer is not only the buyer of goods and services; the customer is a partner at the same 
time. The company needs to view the customer as an important partner in the development of 
the product. There needs to be a new attitude towards the customer. The company needs to 
become more of a learning organization, open to a diverse range of inputs from both customers 
and employees. This will involve a change in the management structure. It will need to have 
less of a ‘top down management structure’. The management will have to open up to new ideas 
from the customer and be willing to adopt a more flexible approach to the ideas of the 
customer. At present, the current culture in the company means that even if they were to 
receive more feedback from the customer with regard to product development, it would be of 
little use. The company’s management structure is not open up to the ideas of the customer 
and would be reluctant to see them as partners in product development. It will also need to be 
able to tolerate ‘innovative destruction’. This view states that to innovate certain traditional ways 
of doing things will need to be discarded.  
           According to the conventional wisdom, large organizations are often reluctant to change. 
Certainly it is much harder for them to change and it can prove difficult for them to introduce the 
principles of Lean communication. To ensure that there is a shift to a lean communication 
structure, the company will need to change its emphasis with regard to which technology it 
uses to require knowledge of the customer’s needs and wants for new products. There needs 
to be less emphasis on Big Data, though it is still an important part of the process and more 
reliance on social media platforms and the company’s own digital platforms. The various digital 
platforms could allow the customers to provide continuous feedback. The company’s social 
media manager could keep the customers updated on the progress of a product in 
development. The customer would then be asked for their opinions on digital platforms and 
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there would be a continuous process of product development. The company currently only 
involves the customer at certain stages in the product development process. By employing 
social media and digital platforms, they could involve customers at every stage of the process. 
The use of social media could allow the creation of a virtual ‘continuous feedback loop’. This 
would provide the company with more up to date information on the customers and the 
company will be in a better position to provide the customer with what they want (Ries, 2010). It 
will provide the necessary feedback and prevent the company from what Steve Blank refers to 
as ‘blindly following the plan’. Blindly following the plan could result in failure especially in 
product development. This has arguably been the case with the company’s previous failures in 
product development (Blank, 2013). 
           The introduction of the lean communication model would create a situation where 
customer’s input would be paramount to the development of the products of the company. It is 
challenging to introduce and will mean changes to the management structure, culture and 
nature of the product development process, but it will also be greatly beneficial because it 
would result in a reduction of the current high failure rate of 80% in the products developed by 
the company. It could also have other benefits, such as improving relations between customers 
and the company which could result in higher sales and profits for the company. According to 
Steve Blank, this will lead to not only better product development but also ‘customer creation’. 
He also states that the improved process of communication can lead to ‘company building’, 
meaning it will drive the development and expansion of the company (Blank, 2013). 
           The feedback from customers may not always be positive. There may be times when the 
feedback is negative and it may even seem to be a threat to the future development of the 
product. The company must react to the feedback in a positive way and use it to improve their 
product. Lean communication often involves acting on negative feedback and recognizing its 
values. This is essential if the process is to successfully deliver good quality products (Drucker, 
1997). 
 29 
           Lean communication is essential for a successful product launch as it provides the 
customer with a product that they actually need. The launch of a product that involves the 
customer from the outset is more likely to succeed. Crucially, the process of customer feedback 
is not finished after the product launch. After the product has been launched, there needs to be 
continuous feedback to ensure that the customer is satisfied with the product. The ‘continuous 
feedback loop’ does not end after the product launch. The fact that customers have been 
involved since the beginning of the process means that the company is less reliant on 
advertising and marketing as the customers are already familiar with the product (Blank, 2013).  
           A large company can adopt the practice of lean communication as envisaged by Ries 
and others in the Lean Start Up theory. It will require them to make several changes to their 
product development process. It requires them to be innovative and to become an organization 
open to ideas and even criticism. This will ensure that the product failure rate is reduced, as 
they will provide products that the customer want and need because they were an integral part 
of the product development process. 
6. CONCLUSION 
           This study shows that the current customer/end user feedback is inefficient and we see 
some touch points where lean communication principles should be applicable in the context of 
launching new products. Product managers should have a continuous dialogue with customers 
to understand where to optimize products to make them more attractive for customers. This is a 
communicative process that is relevant to use before, during and after the launch of new 
products. By understanding customer needs, and continuously having a dialogue with them this 
will also reflect on the rest of the organization, as theory today claims that customers attach 
more to the products they have a strong relation too (Ries, 2011). Catering Co A/S currently 
uses a method that led to them waiting until the product was on the market before they knew 
how well it would perform. They would design and create the product on an assumption of what 
the customer wanted instead of finding out what the actual need was and by then creating the 
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product. This lead to eight out of ten of the products they brought to the market failing. The 
company could try the Lean approach to their product development so that they potentially can 
find out whether a product will fail earlier in the process so that it can be scraped or adjusted 
before it gets all the way to the market. By an early version of the product and getting it to some 
testers in the target group, they can get some key feedback on the issues and be able to react 
upon them before proceeding to the distribution stage of the process. When a company uses 
their current method of launch-and-wait, there is much time and materials wasted just to find 
out that the product is not going to work. By using a Lean approach which works towards fixing 
the issues along the way with the advice of the customers who will be responsible for 
purchasing it, there is less waste. They need to view customers more as partners, especially 
when it comes to the development of new products (Ries, 2011). By involving the customer in 
the product development process the company could potentially reduce their failure rate for 
new products. This is essential for the company as the high number of product failures after the 
lengthy and expensive product development process is unsustainable. If the company’s 
products continue to fail there is a risk of losing credibility among their customers. 
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8. APPENDIX 
 
Questionnaire 
 
Question 1 - Discuss the importance of product development? 
Question 2 - How important are communications with customers in the product development 
process? 
Question 3 - Was there enough customer input in the product development process? 
Question 4 - How can there be increased communications between the customer and the 
company in the product development process? 
Question 5 - How is the current way of managing communication with customers is not efficient 
enough? 
Question 6 - Does technology enhance or reduce communications with customers? 
Question 7 - Discuss how they could improve with lean communication principles? 
Question 8 - What role did poor communications play in the failure of product developments? 
Question 9 - Did a lack of input from customers result in the failure of a product? 
Question 10 - Why do current customer communications and relation fail? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
